A novel method to examine the phenotype of chondrocytes.
Tissue engineering of articular cartilage in order to restore the function of degenerated, diarthrodial joints is currently widely under investigation. The results obtained thus far indicate that proper control of the differentiation of the cells used for this purpose is essential to produce and maintain a hyaline-like matrix. In this study, a procedure is described by which differentiation of chondrocytes in vitro and ex vivo can be studied. The method involves quantitative assessment of mRNA for different collagens, which are markers for differentiation of chondrocytes, by competitive PCR. In a culture system employing human osteoarthritic chondrocytes, mRNAs for the alpha1-chains of collagen types I, II and X are quantified. The procedure is fast, specific and sensitive. However, several controls should be included to ascertain the reliability of the assessment.